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Despite	the	extra	detail,	S4	provided	general	commentary:	she	did	not	explain	
what	was	relevant,	why	or	for	what	purpose,	how	it	complemented	other	units	for	
her,	or	what	was	interesting	from	her	perspective.	This	comment	positions	the	
learner	as	positive,	yet	not	analytical	or	reflective	(Ryan,	2013)	in	her	evaluation.	
S5	tried	to	articulate	an	issue	with	teacher	expectations	about	independent	study.	
He	positions	himself	as	a	passive	and	entitled	learner	who	wants	to	be	told	exactly	
what	to	do	to	pass	this	subject	here	and	now	–	should	be	reading,	only	be	needed	in	
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3rd	year:	he	is	a	discriminate	consumer	(Darwin,	2012).	On	the	other	hand,	his	use	
of	modals	should,	could	and	may	indicate	a	tentative	learner	who	wants	direction	
from	the	expert	–	not	unexpected	in	a	first	year	student.	He	demonstrates	no	
perception	of	learning	to	improve	one’s	knowledge	or	widen	one’s	worldview	or	
to	become	an	insider	in	the	disciplinary	field,	and	this	evaluation	instrument	does	
nothing	to	dissuade	him	of	that	view.	His	response	is	more	indicative	of	an	
absolutist	approach	rather	than	a	reflective	one	in	which	he	can	take	some	control	
over	his	learning.	
	
Each	of	these	comments	in	Case	1	is	a	product	of	the	naïve	and	decontextualized	
(Nygaard	&	Belluigi,	2011)	discourses	about	learning	and	teaching	promulgated	
by	this	evaluation	instrument.	Students	in	Case	1	were	not	encouraged	to	place	
themselves	in	the	learning	context,	other	than	as	reviewer	of	the	teacher.	Nor	
were	they	prompted	to	engage	in	the	process	as	a	form	of	learning	(Risquez,	et	al.,	
2014).	Given	the	timing	of	the	evaluation	towards	the	end	of	semester,	students	
were	not	motivated	to	offer	analytical	or	actionable	suggestions	for	the	benefit	of	
themselves	or	others	(Cathcart,	et	al.,	2013).	The	language	of	this	evaluation	
instrument	invites	particular	kinds	of	discursive	practices	that	are	not	cognisant	
of	the	increasingly	complex	and	diverse	learning	and	teaching	contexts	of	higher	
education.		
	
Case 2: Student and teacher as collaborators in learning 
The	reflective	evaluation	instrument	(Table	1)	was	sent	to	students	as	a	word	
document,	however	it	could	also	be	re‐configured	as	an	online	questionnaire.	This	
was	a	voluntary	activity,	however	as	it	was	promoted	in	a	small	class	context	as	a	
learning	opportunity,	students	may	have	felt	obliged	to	respond	and	all	of	them	
did	(n=25).	The	length	of	the	responses	(ranging	from	half	an	A4	page	to	almost	
two	A4	pages)	indicates	that	students	were	quite	prepared	to	contribute	to	this	
reflective	evaluation	as	a	learning	activity	within	the	unit.		
Insert	Table	1	Reflective	feedback	instrument	
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The	students	had	been	taught	about	the	4Rs	(reporting,	relating,	reasoning,	
reconstructing)	of	reflective	learning	and	practice	(Bain,	2002;	Ryan	&	Ryan,	
2013)	as	their	clinical	placement	included	a	reflective	assessment	item.	It	is	
considered	that	this	explicit	teaching	of	increasingly	sophisticated	levels	of	
reflection,	leading	to	action,	was	integral	to	the	success	of	this	evaluation	
instrument.	As	Ryan	(2013)	and	others	(Barton	&	Ryan,	2013;	Orland‐Barak,	
2005;	Ovens	&	Tinning,	2009)	attest,	students’	reflections	are	usually	superficial	
unless	they	are	given	contextual	parameters	and	are	taught	how	to	reflect	in	deep	
and	critical	ways.	Further,	this	evaluation	system	included	reflective	prompts	for	
the	teacher	to	respond	to	this	feedback	(Table	2)	in	a	considered,	rather	than	
reactive	way.	This	instrument	is	included	to	demonstrate	the	dialogic	and	
communal	nature	of	the	evaluation	process,	however	these	data	are	not	included	
for	the	purposes	of	this	paper.	
Insert	Table	2	Reflective	staff	action	protocol	
The	feedback	instrument	used	explicit	prompts	rather	than	direct	questions	to	
answer	(see	Table	1	for	the	structure	of	the	instrument).	Students	were	provided	
a	blank	space	on	the	right‐hand	side	of	the	page	to	offer	any	comments,	or	they	
could	write	a	response	in	a	new	document.	The	prompts	were	organised	around	
the	4Rs	with	which	students	were	familiar:	
Reporting/responding: 
Outline	one	or	two	key	aspects	of	your	experience	in	this	learning	community	that	
helped	or	hindered	your	learning.	Explain	why	feedback	about	it	is	important.	What	
decisions	did	you	make	in	response	to	these	aspects?	What	did	other	students	do?	
	
Relating: 
Consider	your	own	engagement,	learning	style,	professional	or	discipline	knowledge:	
How	did	you	approach	your	learning	in	this	unit?	Did	you	engage	in	the	
recommended	ways?	(Eg	attending	class,	independent	study,	collaborative	work)	
How	have	you	approached	learning	in	other	units?	How	were	the	conditions	the	
same	or	different?	Did	you	give	yourself	enough	study	time	to	develop	your	
knowledge	and	skills?	
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Reasoning: 
Does	your	feedback	relate	to	the	subject	matter?	The	way	it	was	presented?	The	
resources?	Your	interaction	with	others?	Use	specific	examples	to	show	why	these	
factors	are	important	and	the	cause	and	effect	of	different	elements	in	the	unit.	
Consider	different	perspectives.	How	might	other	learners	experience	these	elements	
differently?	What	does	the	lecturer	have	to	consider	when	planning	a	unit	like	this?	
Reasons	for/against	this	design?	Are	there	ethical	or	equity	issues?	
		
Reconstructing: 
How	would	you	approach	this	unit	next	time?	Different	strategies	you	could	use?	
What	constructive	&	actionable	suggestions	can	you	offer	to	the	lecturer?	Why	
might	they	work	better	than	current	arrangements?	Who	will	they	benefit?	Where	
have	you	seen	them	used	before?	How	and	why	did	they	work?	
The	language	of	these	prompts	is	much	more	inclusive	of	learners	and	teacher	in	
its	choice	of	noun	groups	(your	experience,	learning	community,	other	students,	the	
lecturer).	It	provides	opportunity	to	reflect	on	one’s	own	contribution	(Did	you	
engage	in	the	recommended	ways?	What	decisions	did	you	make…),	the	
perspectives	of	other	students	(How	might	other	learners	experience	these	
elements	differently?)	and	the	teacher	(What	does	the	lecturer	have	to	consider	
when	planning	a	unit	like	this?)	through	interrogative	mood	(Fairclough,	2003)	
and	specificity	of	subject	matter	in	the	clauses.	The	language	invites	high‐order	
thinking	skills	of	comparison/contrast	and	causal	explanation	(How	were	the	
conditions	the	same	or	different?		Reasons	for/against	this	design?	…show	why	these	
factors	are	important…).	The	interpersonal	pronouns	(you,	your)	collocated	with	
learning	and	thinking	(How	did	you	approach	your	learning	in	this	unit?	What	
decisions	did	you	make…	Did	you	engage…)	asks	the	learner	to	contribute	to	this	
community	as	opposed	to	evaluate	the	teacher’s	performance.	This	means	that	
the	learner	is	positioned	as	an	important	part	of	a	community	of	learners,	with	
some	responsibility	for	the	success	or	failure	of	this	as	a	learning	opportunity.	The	
teacher	is	positioned	as	someone	working	within	objective	structures	(Archer,	
2012)	to	plan	learning	opportunities	for	students	with	diverse	abilities	and	needs	
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(How	might	other	learners	experience	these	elements	differently?	What	does	the	
lecturer	have	to	consider	when	planning	a	unit	like	this?	Reasons	for/against	this	
design?	Are	there	ethical	or	equity	issues?).		
Through	the	provision	of	quite	detailed	and	specific	prompts,	evaluation	of	
learning	and	teaching	is	framed	as	complex,	as	worthy	of	time	and	as	potentially	
transformative.	The	reconstructive	and	generative	possibilities	encompass	
current	learners	(developing	skills	as	lifelong	learners),	future	learners	
(experiencing	this	subject	next	time)	and	the	teacher	(to	consider	what	and	how	
the	learning	and	teaching	could	be	improved).		
Student responses 
Overall,	the	responses	to	the	reflective	instrument	were	lengthier	and	were	
signified	by	a	clear	shift	in	the	framing	of	teacher	and	learner	in	this	learning	
context.	There	were	few	simple	responses	as	the	prompts	were	designed	to	elicit	
a	reflective	analysis	of	one	or	two	specific	issues	rather	than	a	general	overall	
evaluation.	Three	specific	types	of	responses	were	evident	across	these	data:	
simple,	additive	and	causal/reconstructive.		
	
Very	few	of	the	student	responses	in	Case	2	were	simple	or	paratactic	declarative	
clauses	(Fairclough,	2003)	in	which	statements	were	not	clarified	or	elaborated.	
		
S10:	I	feel	that	there	was	a	distinct	lack	of	information	on	how	to	obtain	
and	who	was	entitled	to	monetary	aid.		
	
S20:	The	hospital	sessions	were	helpful	but	I	found	their	learning	
environment	a	little	less	than	satisfactory.		
	
S10	was	concerned	with	administrative	aspects	of	clinical	placement	(monetary	
aid),	which	they	did	not	relate	to	learning,	for	example,	in	enabling	them	to	stay	
closer	to	the	clinic	and	therefore	having	more	time	for	reflection.	S20	critiques	the	
learning	environment	on	placement,	which	demonstrates	some	critical	awareness,	
however	does	not	elaborate	the	issues	or	reasons	why	the	learning	environment	
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was	considered	unsatisfactory.	They	focus	on	assessing	unnamed	others	evident	
through	nominalisation	and	therefore	removal	of	the	subject	(Fairclough,	2003)	
by	S10	(a	distinct	lack	of	information),	or	by	the	possessive	pronoun	(their)	which	
is	abstract	and	general.	These	comments	are	reactionary	and	simple	rather	than	
reconstructive;	more	indicative	of	an	absolutist	or	naïve	epistemology	(Kuhn	&	
Weinstock,	2002)	related	to	learning	evaluation.	Most	comments,	however,	were	
more	elaborate	and	were	mostly	focused	on	self	as	learner	in	this	context	rather	
than	an	evaluation	of	the	teacher	from	afar	(Risquez,	et	al.,	2014).	Some	
comments,	while	reflecting	on	self	and	providing	some	elaboration,	remained	
additive	rather	than	reconstructive.	
   
S1:	On	occasion	I	expected	to	see	improvement	in	my	performance	and	was	
disappointed	to	note	that	my	development	was	not	as	fast	as	I	would	have	
liked.		
	
S9:	I	took	every	opportunity	to	get	as	involved	as	I	could,	which	lead	to	me	
making	a	few	mistakes	but	then	I	could	sit	down	and	reflect	why	I	did	
something	and	why	it	should	be	done	a	different	way.		
	
These	comments	show	students	taking	responsibility	for	their	learning	as	they	
consider	aspects	of	their	learning	development	that	position	them	as	fallible	
(Archer,	2007):	I	expected	to	see…	was	disappointed	(S1)	and	making	a	few	
mistakes	(S9).	However	they	do	not	elaborate	the	details	of	these	assertions,	using	
possessive	(my	performance…	my	development)	(S1)	or	abstract	nominals	
(something)	(S9)	to	skirt	the	issues	underlying	these	declarations.	The	majority	of	
comments	in	Case	2,	however,	were	causal	and	most	of	these	included	
reconstructive	thought.	For	example,	some	students	provided	feedback	about	the	
practices	of	the	lecturer.		
	
S1:	The	only	possible	request	would	be	to	slow	down	the	presentation	to	
allow	for	differences	in	accent	with	which	I	occasionally	struggled.	
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S11:	One	feature	that	I	feel	would	be	a	beneficial	addition	to	the	Unit	
would	be	to	have	lectures	recorded	for	later	reference	by	students.		Not	
having	a	recording	to	refer	to	has	made	me	more	anxious	about	the	
actual	lectures.		With	the	volume	of	information	provided,	which	is	not	
detailed	on	the	lecture	notes,	I	am	concerned	that	I	may	miss	something	
relevant.		I	have	tried	to	counter	this	by	sitting	to	the	front	of	the	lecture	
room	and	also	sharing	information	with	other	students…	Access	to	
recorded	lectures	would	enhance	this	process.		
	
A	key	difference	between	comments	relating	to	the	lecturer’s	practices	in	Case	1	
and	those	reported	in	Case	2,	is	that	students	placed	themselves	into	this	scenario	
(Ryan,	2011)	by	explaining	an	aspect	that	presented	a	challenge	(with	which	I	
occasionally	struggled),	their	personal	response	(made	me	more	anxious;	
concerned	that	I	may	miss),	or	their	strategies	to	deal	with	a	perceived	challenge	(I	
have	tried	to	counter	this	by…)	(S1).	They	also	proposed	solutions	for	the	lecturer	
to	consider:	slow	down	the	presentation	and	Access	to	recorded	lectures	would	
enhance	this	process	(S1),	rather	than	a	simple	appraisal	(Martin,	2007)	of	their	
performance.	This	acknowledgement	of	both	their	own	and	others’	contributions	
to	this	learning	context	is	indicative	of	a	more	contextualised	and	sophisticated	
epistemology	of	learning	(Brownlee,	et	al.,	2011).	Other	students	reflected	on	the	
ways	in	which	they	could	improve	their	own	experience:	
	
S4:	In	regards	to	my	learning	habits	for	the	entire	unit,	I	definitely	could	
have	put	more	effort	into	my	studies.	I	did	make	an	effort	to	coming	to	
class	whenever	possible	and	I	think	I	attended	almost	all	classes,	however	
I	didn't	put	very	much	time	into	the	unit	outside	of	class.	I	could	have	put	
aside	more	time	and	really	cement	the	theory	into	mind,	instead	of	letting	
the	concepts	blend	together	until	it	came	time	to	cram	for	exams.		
	
S12:	By	writing	reflections	on	a	regular	basis	of	this	placement,	I	was	able	
to	evaluate	the	day’s	events	with	more	confidence	and	understanding.	The	
art	of	reflective	writing	doesn’t	come	easy,	and	I	still	find	it	difficult	to	do	
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so…	I	believe	I	could	have	done	more	to	help	me	through	this	process	such	
as	writing	a	diary	to	kick‐start	my	reflective	thinking.		
S19:	My	second	day	of	placement	was	at	a	different	treatment	centre	
where	I	was	placed	with	a	new	team	of	therapists.	I	experienced	a	very	
different	level	of	communication	in	the	workplace	to	what	I	had	already	
been	exposed	to	and	it	made	me	reflect	on	my	communication	skills	as	a	
student	as	well	as	the	communication	within	the	radiation	therapy	
profession…	Inter‐professional	communication	is	important	in	any	work	
place	and	helps	develop	teamwork,	professional	relationships	and	co‐
ordination…	I	feel	that	I	could	have	been	more	professional	in	how	I	
responded	to	the	fact	that	the	people	I	was	meant	to	be	learning	from	
didn’t	want	to	speak	to	me.	It	made	me	frustrated	and	also	had	a	
significant	impact	on	my	self	confidence…	If	I	was	to	experience	this	again	
then	I	would	be	more	confident	in	my	ability	and	continue	to	be	an	active	
member	of	the	team	rather	than	let	myself	be	blocked	out.	Cohen	(2008)	
elaborates	that	it	is	not	reasonable	to	expect	perfection.	Instead	of	taking	
the	way	I	was	treated	to	heart,	I	should	have	looked	for	different	ways	to	
approach	the	situation	and	been	more	flexible	with	different	personalities.	
I	was	unrealistic	to	think	that	each	person	I	encountered	would	be	
enthusiastic	to	help	me	learn	in	the	way	I	was	used	to	and	I	was	not	
prepared	in	how	I	would	deal	with	that	situation.		
	
These	comments	illustrate	a	self‐awareness	of	the	limitations	of	their	chosen	
study	habits	(I	could	have	put	aside	more	time…	cram	for	exams)	(S4)	or	
speculation	about	strategies	that	may	prove	useful	to	improve	learning	(I	could	
have	done	more	to	help	me	through	this	process	such	as…)	(S12).	Students	
acknowledge	their	agency	as	learners	(Mezirow,	2006)	and	S19,	in	particular,	
demonstrates	her	reasoning	and	reconstructing	skills	as	she	weighs	up	her	
learning	context	(a	very	different	level	of	communication	in	the	workplace),	her	
own	responses,	beliefs	and	expectations	(It	made	me	frustrated;	I	was	unrealistic)	
and	advice	from	the	literature,	to	posit	a	starting	point	(I	would…	continue	to	be	an	
active	member)	for	deliberative	action	(Archer,	2007).	These	comments	indicate	
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the	linguistic	assumption	(Fairclough,	2003)	of	a	learning	culture	of	improvement	
(Cathcart,	et	al.,	2013)	and	suggest	that	students	are	taking	responsibility	for	their	
learning	choices.	
Discussion and Implications 
Evaluation	of	university	teaching	and	learning	is	a	social	practice.	The	discourses	
and	texts	that	we	produce	about,	for	and	through	evaluation	in	higher	education	
produce	particular	kinds	of	understandings	and	beliefs	about	learners	and	
learning	and	about	teachers	and	teaching.	In	the	data	reported	here,	it	is	clear	that	
different	evaluative	approaches	are	underpinned	by	epistemological	beliefs	
ranging	from	naïve	(decontextualized)	to	sophisticated	(contextualised)	beliefs	
(Brownlee,	et	al.,	2011;	Kuhn	&	Weinstock,	2002;	Nygaard	&	Belluigi,	2011).	In	
the	former,	teachers	are	performers	and	learners	are	passive.	In	the	latter,	
teachers	and	learners	are	constructed	as	active	agents	within	a	learning	context	
that	is	influenced	by	multiple	internal	and	external	conditions.	These	discourses	
of	teachers,	teaching,	learners	and	learning	evident	in	the	approaches	used	for	
evaluation	of	higher	education	teaching	and	learning	influence	the	types	of	
responses	that	students	produce.		
In	Case	1,	learning	is	discoursally	constructed	as	a	product	of	teacher	input.	This	
means	that	it	is	designed	as	an	assessment	of	the	teacher	as	performer,	with	no	
regard	for	contextual	conditions	or	learner	input.	Evaluation	of	teaching	and	
learning	in	this	system	is	constructed	as	a	quick	and	easy	one‐way	process.	The	
responses	produced	by	students	in	this	decontextualized	system	(Nygaard	&	
Belluigi,	2011)	are	tick‐box	and,	occasionally,	brief	written	reactions	to	one‐
dimensional	questions.	This	approach	is	constituted	by	discourses	of	
accountability	and	consumer	satisfaction	(Darwin,	2012).	Students	are	vigorously	
encouraged	to	evaluate	often	and	swiftly.				
In	Case	2,	the	overarching	discourses	are	related	to	learning	about	self	in	relation	
to	context,	and	engaging	in	dialogue	with	the	teacher	to	interrogate	the	
experiences	of	all	involved	in	the	learning	context	(Blair	&	Valdez	Noel,	2014).	
The	distinguishing	elements	in	Case	2	are	the	constructions	of	both	learner	and	
teacher	as	active	agents	with	choices	that	have	consequences.	Further,	evaluation	
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is	positioned	as	a	process	worthy	of	time,	requiring	the	mediation	of	self	and	
others	with	the	immediate	and	broader	contexts	of	higher	education.	This	
approach	engenders	discourses	of	evaluation	as	a	learning	opportunity	in	which	
the	purpose	is	to	transform	the	practices	and	ideas	of	both	learners	and	teachers	
for	on‐going	improvement.			
While	this	exploratory	study	occurred	in	small	classes	in	the	initial	project	
reported	upon	here,	this	approach	has	now	been	up‐scaled	successfully	into	large	
classes.	Large	classes	can	adopt	these	reflective	evaluation	strategies	by	building	
them	into	tutorials	as	a	way	to	open	dialogue	between	students	and	teachers	
about	how	things	are	progressing.	This	strategy	is	particularly	useful	in	first	year	
subjects	to	teach	students	that	learning	is	a	process	that	requires	on‐going	
reflection	and	engagement	to	be	successful.		The	time	spent	on	this	strategy	in	
class	can	reap	long‐term	benefits	in	shaping	learning	habits	and	ideologies	for	
success.	While	a	limitation	of	this	study	is	the	small‐scale	nature	of	the	
intervention,	this	design	enabled	a	detailed	discourse	analysis	of	the	textual	and	
performative	effects	of	two	opposing	approaches	to	evaluation	in	higher	
education.	The	findings	have	implications	across	the	sector	in	terms	of	the	ways	
in	which	our	evaluation	practices	inscribe	strong	messages	for	our	students	in	
how	to	approach	(or	demand)	their	learning.	
Conclusion 
Evaluation	of	university	learning	and	teaching	needs	to	be	repositioned	as	an	
opportunity	for	reflective	learning	and	dialogue.	Education	and	learning	are	not	
the	same	as	a	business	transaction	whereby	you	pay	your	money	and	get	
something	in	return.	Rather,	learning	necessitates	the	messy	process	of	doubt	and	
conceptual	change	in	action:	the	realisation	that	perhaps	you	know	less	than	you	
thought	you	did	before	you	started,	and	the	acknowledgement	that	learning	is	
about	doing	rather	than	receiving	(Kalantzis	&	Cope,	2008).	It	makes	no	sense	to	
implement	evaluation	systems	that	rate	teachers	when	learning	is	dependent	
upon	so	many	personal	and	contextual	factors.	Evaluation	can	be	reframed	as	
learning	using	a	reflective	approach	that	benefits	both	learners	and	teachers.	In	
this	way,	it	is	the	interplay	and	dynamics	within	the	learning	context,	including	
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texts,	practices	and	people	that	come	under	scrutiny	for	improvement,	rather	
than	a	single	teacher	who	is	one	of	many	factors	of	influence.	
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